Loss of E-cadherin expression associated with lymph node metastases in small breast carcinomas.
The National Breast Screening Programme affords the opportunity to study breast carcinomas at an early stage in their development. E-cadherin is a calcium-dependent, intercellular adhesion molecule whose loss of expression may facilitate the processes of invasion and metastasis of some human tumours. From a group of screen-detected ductal carcinomas less than or equal to 10 mm in diameter, 16 with lymph node metastasis were identified and matched for grade, size and patient age with node negative tumours. The level of expression of E-cadherin (detected by immunocytochemistry) was compared in the matched pairs using a simple semi-quantitative intensity distribution scoring system. The results showed a significant (P = 0.05 Wilcoxon paired rank test) reduction of E-cadherin expression in tumours with lymph node metastases compared to those without. In the context of the small size of these tumours it is proposed that these results support the hypothesis that reduction in E-cadherin expression is an early event in the development of metastases.